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Developing the Developed: Applying Theories of Development to the Advancement of
Indigenous Women in Canada.
Development as a concept has become highly contested. From the ideas of modernization
theorists like Walt Whitman Rostow to the counter intellectual movements of dependency
theorists such as Raul Prebisch, development has been the key issue regarding the
“advancement” or lack thereof of countries around the world. Nonetheless, many of these
theories have done little to question the political forces behind development or to accurately
represent the histories of the societies that they aim to develop.
Theories of development, in many cases, have served to draw a dichotomy between the
“First World” and the “Third World” without analyzing what development means in the context
of the West. Part of the problem is an issue of definition of the term “development.”
Modernization theorists see development as a process with clear progressive stages that every
society follows at different paces.1 For Rostow, Western countries started this process almost a
century before the rest of the world.2 Dependency theory, on the other hand, countered the
“recipe for success” idea presented by modernization theory arguing that these stages failed to
acknowledge the historical processes that led to the development of some countries instead of
others. Andre Gunder Frank counters modernization theory by pointing out that the West was
undeveloped at some point in time but it was never underdeveloped.3 This is because the socalled process of “development” and “modernization” in the West relied on the domination and
exploitation of others.4 Frank’s point is an early attempt to recognize colonization and its
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legacies, and to propose a model through which dependency theory could account for poverty
and lack of economic growth while providing a critique of capitalism.5
Yet, much of the discussion surrounding theories of development focuses on the “other”
as defined by geographic locations that exclude the West. Development, then becomes a solution
to problems that are foreign to those who define “developed” and “First World” as concepts.
Thus, it is not strange that these theories have largely ignored issues of underdevelopment,
colonialism and poverty within the borders of the West.
Western countries deem development important because there are problems elsewhere
that, if allowed to grow, will pollute the healthy economies and societies of the Western world.
Furthermore, poverty does not lead to competitive markets, which are said to be cornerstones of
civilization. The coining of terms such as “Third World” and “underdeveloped” have been
described as a way to take control over world affairs by Arturo Escobar.6 Escobar breaks away
from those theories that aim to provide defined steps towards development and questions the
term all together.7 Whereas Escobar’s writings also draw the dichotomy between the First World
and the Third World, much of his theory applies to marginalized groups elsewhere because it is a
theory of Eurocentrism, neoliberal notions of growth and dismissal of the “other.”
Escobar describes the historical transformation, post-WWII, which led to the redefinition
of development as a question of poverty, inability, unwillingness and lack of economic progress.8
However, the redefinition of poverty, I suggest, is not a process that started post-WWII. Instead,
I propose that ideas about poverty and underdevelopment have its roots in colonization
processes. Nonetheless, building on Escobar’s argument, this paper will demonstrate that the
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“development experience” is not unique of the Third World. Instead, it is a common experience
of the marginalized “other.” I will use Arturo Escobar’s ideas on development to pursue my
argument because I believe that the development discourses described by Escobar relate to the
experience of marginalized and colonized groups in the West. These discourses perpetuate
racism, violence, poverty, low economic status and lack of access. In debating development
elsewhere, the West has refused to address its own developmental problems, and it has denied its
marginalized populations access to capabilities. Through the example of indigenous women in
Canada, I will show that development (redefined in my argument) is needed in the Canadian
context. I will break apart from Escobar to argue that, despite the challenges presented by the
term development, advancement is needed. Therefore, in order to complement my analysis, I will
define development as freedom and capabilities, as Amartya Sen has recommended.9 His theory
provides a strong discourse for the advancement of indigenous women in Canada.
Escobar, Colonialism and Development.
Arturo Escobar sets the beginning of development post-WWII, when the endorsement of
the Truman Doctrine established a new agenda for U.S. relations with the rest of the world.10 The
U.S. government describes the Truman Doctrine as a doctrine that entailed that “…the United
States would provide political, military and economic assistance to all democratic nations under
threat from external or internal authoritarian forces.”11 Nevertheless, Escobar describes it as a
doctrine that was all about spreading the “American Dream.”12 Along with the Truman Doctrine,
a number of other events collided. Not only was the West recovering from WWII, but also the
United Nations proposed the restructuring of “underdeveloped” countries, which composed two
9

Amartya Sen, Development As Freedom, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999).
Escobar, 4.
11
U.S. Department of State, “Milestones 1045-1952,”Office of the Historian, n.d.,
http://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/truman-doctrine
12
Escobar, 4.
10

5

thirds of the world.13 The consolidation of capitalism,14 the redefinition of poverty in terms of
economic growth15 and the establishment of three worlds16 are, for Escobar, key moments in the
history of the development project.
Escobar’s understanding of development is invariably permeated by its views on the
dichotomous nature of the process. He constantly defines development as a colonizing force,17
which has only reinforced a priori conceptions held by Western powers on the status of other
populations.18 As such, development cannot offer anything but narratives that endorse racialized
and gendered views on the peoples that it is supposed to help.19
Development as a process of colonization and pauperization became a matter of the
“other,” and an external problem that had to be handled by competent expertise.20 However, the
problem does not only lay in who defines the discourse and the political will involved, but also in
that development and its oppressive undertones have become sources of identity for those that
are said to be “underdeveloped.”21 While Escobar argues that the notion of development today is
unquestionable,22 its effects have been so far-reaching that the Third World and its peoples often
define themselves in opposition to the economic and intellectual grandness of the West.
Acquisition of the “underdeveloped” identity is essential to the development process
because it is the culmination of the knowledge producing process that establishes the West as
superior. This idea of superiority, however, is not new for most Third World countries. The first
processes of colonization did not only strip people from their culture, identity and land, but they
13
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also dismissed their knowledge and their epistemological understandings of the world. In arguing
that development has done the same, Escobar denotes the forceful nature of development, where
people are deemed incompetent, homogenous and unable to help themselves.23
Development, in fact, shares many of the qualities of colonialism. Yet, colonialism was
not a homogenous process either. Colonial mechanisms were created to deal with particular
populations on a case-to-case basis. Therefore, the settler colonialism common in
Commonwealth countries was uncommon in Spanish and French colonies. Aside from resource
exploitation, colonialism sought to “develop” those that could not be exterminated. An example
of this is the Canadian Residential School system that resulted from assimilation policies.
Various Canadian governments in the 19th and 20th centuries truly believed that assimilation was
necessary for Canada to thrive and for indigenous peoples to “develop.”24 Modern development
processes draw on similar assumptions to set a managerial agenda that does not only infantilize
Third World populations,25 but seeks to “rescue” them from tradition and culture.26
There are many problems with development. It has not only contributed to poverty, 27 but
it has also prevented Third World communities from taking care of their own populations.28
Whereas development has been promoted as a process that helps people reduce poverty, grow
economically and become more like the West, Escobar sees it a as a top-down approach that
endorses Eurocentrism.29As a colonizing force, development was set to bring wealth to Third
World countries so First World countries could continue to thrive.30 Thus, one of the main issues
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with development is the force that drives it.31 It is not always a neutral force.32 Instead, it is a
construction that perpetuates original colonial inequalities in modern times when the colonial
practices of the past are considered “unethical.”
Indigenous Women, the First World and the Development Agenda.
Escobar’s ideas are important in the Canadian setting because they speak of a process of
colonization disguised as aid. Although Escobar focuses in the First-Third worlds relationship,
he acknowledges that development has been particularly costly to indigenous populations. In
discussing how Eurocentrism and Western patriarchies have shaped development, he argues:
“Indigenous populations had to be ‘modernized,’ where modernization meant the adoption of the
‘right’ values, namely, those held by the white minority or a mestizo majority.”33
Canada’s complex relationship with its indigenous population is rarely analyzed in terms
of development. This is perhaps because today it is deemed “politically incorrect” to speak of
indigenous peoples in the West as one would speak of African, Asian or Latin American
countries. Or it could also be because the “Indian problem” is the little dirty secret of Canada’s
development. In the international arena Canada is often highly regarded. It ranks number 11 in
the Human Development Index;34 it is deemed as a “significant financial contributor” and a
“steadfast partner” by the World Bank;35 and it is well-regarded as a “free country” by the
Freedom House, 36 despite the fact that indigenous populations are often discriminated against
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and indigenous women are more prone to violence than any other women in the country.37 Yet,
the relevant question is, does Canada need development? And if so, why?
In Escobar’s terms, Canada belongs to the First World countries’ club. As an important
contributor of international organizations like the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank, it is a decision-maker in matters of development. However, Canada has an important
colonial past that continues to define the lives of 4.3% of the population living in Canada, which
self-identifies as either First Nations, Métis or Inuit.38 Although Canada ranks high in many
development and rights indexes, its indigenous population is still dealing with the consequences
of centuries of colonization. Some of the issues stemming from the colonial past include poverty,
violence, unhealthy relationships and substance abuse.39 As described by Escobar in the case of
indigenous populations in the Third World,40 indigenous communities in Canada have suffered
numerous interventions that range from policy discussions on their status or lack thereof 41 and
blood quantum regulations42 to the Indian Residential School system for which Prime Minister
Steven Harper apologized in 2008.43
Yet, as bad as the situation is for indigenous communities as a whole, indigenous women
in Canada have been affected not only through gendered colonial practices, but also through the
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implementation of state mechanisms designed to manage their affairs. The last compulsory
census reported that in 2006 indigenous women in Canada were 4% of the total female
population in the country.44 Nonetheless, the same census reported that the female indigenous
population was growing faster than any other female population in Canada;45 thus, one can
assume that this number has considerably increased in the past 7 years. Among all indigenous
women, Métis women were the fastest growing group not only due to births, but also because
more women were reporting, for the first time, their Métis status.46 Other factors that affect the
status of aboriginal women are the Indian Act and its related bills, which delineates every-sooften who has the right to claim “Indian” status.47 In the past 30 years, bills affecting indigenous
women’s legal right to define themselves as indigenous and their status have been broadly
discussed.48
The rise of the indigenous population in Canada as a whole, will most likely become an
issue of development since, as Escobar points out, a big concern for the West is the
overpopulation of poor countries or communities.49 Indigenous women are younger in average
than their non-indigenous counterparts and only 5% of indigenous women in Canada are
seniours.50 Yet, life expectancy is between 5 and 11 years lower than that of non-indigenous
women.51 Vivian O’Donnell and Susan Wallace point out that different socioeconomic factors
affect these women’s lower life expectancies.52 Some of these include high unemployment rates
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(14% unemployment rate as a whole and 20% for young women53), unplanned pregnancies (1 in
ten indigenous girls aged 15 to 1954), inadequate housing (28% live in housing that requires
major repairs55), income inequality,56 lower levels of education,57 domestic violence and
discrimination.
Indigenous women in Canada also face numerous barriers, but some of the most
important ones are their relationship with the state and mainstream society. In quoting Chandra
Mohanty, Escobar indicates that Third World women, or in this case indigenous women, are
thought of as oppressed and lacking agency.58 Hence, they are implicitly compared to their
Caucasian counterparts, which are deemed as the standard of Western, modern and liberal
womanhood.59 This comparison, Mohanty argues, is in itself a reproduction of the colonization
discourse because it asserts the superiority of one over the other.60 Paternalistic approaches to the
development of indigenous women are driven by government policy and colonial documents like
the Indian Act.61
The situation of indigenous women in Canada has risen from a managerial problem to a
development one. The most publicized case of discrimination against indigenous women has
been the disappearance of more than 500 indigenous women on the past 30 years. Despite the
government’s intervention in much of indigenous women’s lives, the disappearances and
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systemic violence against them have not been addressed. In 2011, Amnesty International called
the Canadian government to act in accordance to its duties to protect its population and its
international commitment to Human Rights by devoting effort and resources to find the missing
women and to create legislation to protect indigenous women.62 Today, most of the
disappearances remain unsolved and the chances of indigenous women experiencing violence
continue to rise. In September of 2013, the Harper government refused to comply with the
United Nations’ recommendations on addressing violence against indigenous women. The
government denoted skepticism to the rights review as Cuba, Iran, Belarus and Russia were
among the reviewers.63 The government endorsed the attitude that no Third World country has
authority over a developed one, and, in passing, it asserted the idea that indigenous women are
purely subjects of management.
As broadly described by Escobar, the Western benchmark mediates development by
making, in this case, indigenous women subjects of intervention,64 but not communities who are
capable of real advancement on their own. The Canadian government’s treatment of indigenous
women continues to endorse assimilation, management and reformation65 while sanctioning
systemic violence. To this day, the result of Canadian technical policymaking66 has been a
manageable “Indian problem” that has not addressed the racial and gendered undertones of
poverty, economic stagnation, violence and discrimination in the country.
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Sen’s Capabilities Approach and Indigenous Women
Whereas Escobar’s approach to development serves to understand the challenges faced
by indigenous women in Canada, he does not provide tangible recommendations for
policymaking. Escobar deems development as a historically relevant experience that intersects
forms of knowledge, power and subjectivity.67 He provides an overview of the power
relationships that become practices through authoritative discourses on poverty and the Third
World.68 Yet, he offers few alternatives to work within existent systems. For Escobar it is
important to recognize how Third World communities resist development and the ways in which
these can materialize into local versions of development.69 Nonetheless, these new forms of
development must be closely analyzed and its consequences considered.
What would it mean for indigenous women in Canada to rely on development as
understood by their own communities today? The issue at hand is that their communities have
not remained untouched. Colonialism brought along foreign expressions of patriarchal power,
management of indigenous women and children by indigenous men and foreign notions of power
relations. It is important, in the context of development, not to romanticize indigenous peoples
and their institutions pre-colonial times (something that is sometimes shown in Escobar’s
writings) because some of them were still patriarchal, gendered and oppressive of other groups.
In addition, it is crucial to acknowledge that many existing structures, for instance First Nations
bands, have been reshaped by colonial policies like the ones contained in the Indian Act,70 and
broadly adopted by the communities themselves to manage their affairs and their relationships
with the state. Consequently, I depart from Escobar’s view on the need of a purely “indigenous”
67
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approach to development because defining certain approaches as “indigenous,” in the current
context, can be problematic and does not mean that they are better. In addition, there is no
guarantee that such an approach will not develop its own inequalities and oppressions along the
lines of gender, class and ethnicity.
Amartya Sen offers a hopeful approach for the development of indigenous communities
in Canada and the advancement of indigenous women. Whereas Escobar’s approach is
invaluable in challenging current notions of development, Sen complements this method by
suggesting that if development is redefined appropriately, it can actually empower communities
and individuals to acquire freedoms to pursue advancement.71 Sen sees development “as a
process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy.”72 Built into his approach is the notion
of capabilities. For him, freedom means the capability to do or avoid something. 73 Thus, one is
not truly free unless one is capable of avoiding poverty or able to acquire education. Freedom,
then, entails notions of rights, opportunities and development.74
Sen’s approach also provides the opportunity to discuss matters of privilege. He argues
that the capabilities approach allows for the measurement of the freedoms that people have to
pursue the lifestyle of their choosing.75 In the context of indigenous women in Canada, this
approach could empower them to bridge the gap between the quantitative data measuring
indigenous women’s status and discussions on how to address their oppression an inequalities.
The capabilities approach explores to what degree can indigenous women change their
circumstances? Are they really free to do so? This approach is also holistic in that it requires a
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contextual analysis of deprivations.76 In other words, the ways in which access, or lack thereof,
affects different individuals with different positionings. For instance, the fact that Canada offers
universal healthcare does not necessarily address indigenous women’s health concerns such as
child mortality, which is four times higher than that of non-indigenous newborns,77 because
indigenous women’s maternity experience is permeated by numerous socioeconomic layers that
are not directly impacted by healthcare coverage.
As a modern economist, Sen relies heavily on the idea of economic access (i.e. earning
power)78 without challenging capitalism. Nonetheless, given the circumstances, Sen encourages
an interpretation of development that enables people to work within the existent system, while
reversing inequalities and oppressions. This is a very powerful thing in the context of indigenous
women because of the immediacy of their situation. Pragmatically speaking, challenging
capitalism all together, as well as ideas of development, does not necessarily help indigenous
women to acquire rights and gain capabilities. On the contrary, finding ways to increase their
capabilities and freedoms within the existing system could benefit them both in the short and
long terms. Moreover, Sen argues that particularly for women, access to economic power is
essential to their participation in social change.79 No funds, no access to policy or political
power. This is consistent with the data, which shows that indigenous women have less access to
the economy. Thus, acquiring those opportunities could have a great impact in their status.
The capabilities approach is also important in the Canadian setting because it challenges
Eurocentrism. Even though Sen’s approach can be seen as an extension of the human rights
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approach, he critiques human rights, which he qualifies as “ethical claims.”80 Furthermore, he
implies that the human rights approach has been co-opted by Western ideas even when human
rights notions can be found elsewhere.81 Sen points out, “Western promoters of personal and
political liberty in the non-Western world often see this as bringing occidental values...”82 In the
case of indigenous women, the Canadian government’s approaches to management of indigenous
communities often draw the distinction between “western” and “non-western.” This is
problematic because it perpetuates a number of stereotypes. First, it endorses the idea that nonwestern communities are unable to create knowledge that leads to advancement. Next, it fails to
question the causes of underdevelopment in indigenous communities. Sen sees the capabilities
approach as something that can universally be agreed upon and can be molded according to the
context.83 Hence, indigenous knowledge could be incorporated and indigenous women’s notions
of freedom and capabilities could be represented.
All in all, Sen’s approach is one that focuses on social-justice rather than just rights or
just development.84 Indigenous communities would benefit from implementing his ideas, even if
the Canadian government resists, because justice is much needed in indigenous communities and
it mobilizes people. For the past few years, the Canadian government has sought to provide
economic incentives for indigenous communities to pursue development without focusing on
access, capabilities or social justice. An example of this is the creation of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission. The commission was created by the Canadian government and
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funded almost entirely by it. Nonetheless, since its inception it has suffered funding shortages 85
and has experienced a number of challenges. The commission has focused on healing and
experience sharing, but little has been done in terms of social justice. No perpetrators were
brought to justice, and victims were provided with an average of $26000 through the Common
Experience Payment only if they attended an eligible school.86 However, to what degree is this
social-justice? Sen argues that people have a sense of justice, which makes justice core for public
policy. He points out, “For the making of public policy it is important not only to assess the
demands of justice and the reach of values in choosing the objectives and priorities of public
policy, but also to understand the values of the public at large, including their sense of justice.”87
In Canada, addressing the needs of indigenous women entails understating and
incorporating their sense of justice into policy making. Similarly, as Sen points out, advancing of
indigenous women’s capabilities requires a commitment from the women themselves, their
communities and the institutions that continue to manage their affairs.88 Whereas the question of
political will also surges in the context of the capabilities approach, an important element is that
indigenous women in Canada can work within the existing structure, where non-indigenous
women, have more capabilities, to acquire access and opportunities.
Both approaches combined open numerous opportunities for indigenous women. First,
through Escobar’s approach, indigenous women in Canada can ask questions of development.
For instance, what does it mean to be an indigenous woman in the Western world? And what
does development mean in this context? Next, the deconstruction of colonial practices and
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structures and the challenge of mainstream ideas of development as a process of the “other”
acknowledge the realities of indigenous women in Canada and assert the need for change. Sen’s
approach takes the analysis to a different level, and it invites indigenous women to ask, how do
they want to live? What do they need to achieve those goals? The capabilities approach
empowers them to raise issues of privilege between indigenous and non-indigenous populations
while providing tools to identify elements and mechanisms that lead to social justice. The
capabilities approach also asks, what does justice mean in the context of indigenous women in
Canada? By asking these questions indigenous women can challenge Eurocentric notions of
rights, power and policy. Hence, they will have an opportunity to map goals and processes in
order to put an end to poverty, discrimination, violence and gendered inequalities.
Conclusion
The Canadian colonial past is often ignored when discussing development. As Arturo
Escobar denotes, development is a discursive process that applies to the “other” but that is said to
be foreign to the West. Indigenous women in Canada suffer numerous inequalities that are
unique to their experience as women and as indigenous populations. Thus, the deconstruction of
the development discourse is essential to alternative formulations of policy that will not continue
to perpetuate racialized and gendered inequalities in Canada.
Although Escobar provides important points on the negative aspects of development, he
fails to provide alternatives that do not require complete disregard of the existing structures.
Nonetheless, in combination with Sen’s capabilities approach, it is possible to look at
development through the lens of freedom. These ideas are important because from them it is
possible to draw policy making recommendations for the incorporation of indigenous knowledge
and notions of freedom and justice into development discourses. Indigenous women in Canada
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would enormously benefit from approaching development and advancement by deconstructing
mainstream ideas of development and underdevelopment, and considering new opportunities
within the existent system through the capabilities approach. Such an analysis would empower
them to reverse their circumstances and acquire capabilities to experience the life they aspire to
live.
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